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CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY — VOLUME II

VOLUME 11
1. CITYWIDE HISTORIC CONTEXT

1.1. The Founding and Early Settlement of Austin,
1839-1870

1.1.1. AUSTIN AS THE NEW CAPITAL OF TEXAS

The City of Austin traces its establishment to the early years of the Texas
Republic, although human activity reached the area thousands of years before.
Soon after Texas gained its independence from Mexico, the provisional
government met in Columbia (now West Columbia) in Brazoria County. Poor
accommodations led to the capital’s relocation to Houston on a temporary,
four-year basis.! The selection of Houston was not widely embraced, and
many officials sought to establish a permanent capital elsewhere. Sam
Houston, for whom the city was named, became the first elected president of
the Republic of Texas in 1836 and blocked any such moves, arguing that the
issue was settled until at least 1840. Mirabeau B. Lamar, who succeeded
Houston as President, proposed that the capital be moved to a new site on the
edge of the frontier beyond most of Texas's existing settlements. His
reasoning stemmed in part from his grand vision of a vast Texas empire that
extended to Santa Fe and beyond, with a capital in the Texas heartland.?

Soon after taking office in December 1838, Lamar approved the establishment
of a joint congressional commission to select a capital site between the Trinity
and Colorado rivers, above the Old San Antonio Road (E/ Camino Real). The
new capital was to be named Austin to honor the father of Texas, Stephen F.
Austin.? Although the commission considered sites across a broad geographic
area, Lamar advocated a specific location about 40 miles upstream from the
existing settlement of Bastrop on the Colorado River, near the small
settlement of Waterloo. He had reportedly first visited the site on a buffalo
hunt a few months earlier and felt the location to be ideal for the capital.

On April 13, 1839, the site-selection commission selected the Colorado River
site that Lamar had suggested. The commission stipulated that the Republic
acquire 7,735 acres of land along the Colorado River for the new capital. The
site included land within the southern end of unclaimed Thomas J. Chambers’
8-League Grant that been partitioned into smaller units as First Class
Headright surveys. For the new capital, the Republic acquired land from the
George Neil, Logan Vandever, Aaron Burleson, George D. Hancock, Samuel
Goocher, J. M. Harrell, J. G. Dunn, and James Rogers surveys, all of which had
once been part of the Thomas J. Chambers Grant (figure /I-1, to follow). These
owners received compensation in the amount of $3.00 or $3.50 per acre and
excluded any improvements that had already been made to the tracts of land.*

II.1. Citywide Historic Context — Section 1
II-1
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Figure II-1. Detail of a General
Land Office map. This map
shows original land surveys
that the Republic of Texas
acquired for its new capital. In
all, the Republic acquired
7,735 acres on the east
(north) bank of the Colorado
River. Source: University of
North Texas Libraries, The
Portal to Texas History,
https://texashistory.unt.edu/a
rk:/67531/metapth89016/m1/
1/ crediting Texas General
Land Office.

The Republic’s decision to create an entirely new capital city followed a trend
exemplified by Washington, D.C. Other examples included Columbia, South
Carolina; Jefferson City, Missouri; Raleigh, North Carolina; Jackson, Mississippi;
Columbus, Ohio; Tallahassee, Florida; and Indianapolis, Indiana. According to
cultural geographer John W. Reps, the jurisdictional government that created
these capitals (including Austin) either purchased, acquired through eminent
domain, or used already public-owned land to establish new communities as
seats of government.®

While the joint commission deliberated and considered various locations,
President Lamar had taken unilateral action and engaged Edwin Waller to lay
out the new town before any public announcements had been made. In a
letter dated March 2, 1839, Lamar’s secretary wrote to Edwin Waller (of
present-day Brazoria County) that “the President...will confer on you the
appointment of government Agent for the new City of Austin, the future
Capital of the Republic....”® Waller, who had no formal training or expertise in
such matters, subsequently hired surveyors L. J. Pilie and Charles Schoolfield
to lay out the city. Out of the 7,735-acre government-owned tract, Waller
chose a one-square-mile tract for the town site (figure II-2, to follow). This
location was between two creeks (soon renamed Shoal and Waller creeks)
that drained into the Colorado River.

II.1. Citywide Historic Context — Section 1
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Figure II-2. William Sandusky, City of Austin, 1839. Sandusky, a draftsman with the General Land Office, prepared this
map in 1839 showing the original city of Austin within the Republic of Texas-owned reservation set aside for the new

capital. The expansive area set aside for the capital indicates the grand vision Lamar and other planned for the seat of
government for Texas’s vast empire. Source: General Land Office.
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1.1.2. EDWIN WALLER’'S ORIGINAL TOWN PLAN

In May 1839, Waller set about the task of creating the city and he supervised a
workforce of 200 laborers. An article entitled “Reminiscences of Judge Edwin
Waller,” prepared by P. E. Peareson and originally published in the Galveston
News in 1874 (later reprinted in the Southwestern Historical Quarterly),
provides an early description of Waller’s efforts and the kinds of buildings he
constructed. Peareson writes that “[t]he public buildings erected at this time
were all of plank and logs and made of native timber, and in consequence
presented no very classically artistic appearance but were serviceable and
comfortable.”” The work continued at a harried pace to satisfy a provision for
the Texas Congress to convene in Austin by that November. Throughout this
effort, the crew overcame a number of adversities including periodic
Comanche raids, poor rations, and limited supplies.

While Waller and his crew continued their work, the government held an
auction on August 1, 1840. Newspaper reports and advertisements promoted
the sale, as illustrated by an account in the Matagorda Bulletin on July 18,
1838:

The time is fast approaching when public sale of Lots at the City of Austin ... is
to take place ... We understand that already numbers of persons are flocking
to that point, most of them with the intention of purchasing property on
which to establish themselves as permanent settlers, others for the purpose
of investing capital in the enterprise.

Many private individuals have their buildings already finished with the
purpose of immediately erecting them on their making a purchase, and we
can scarcely imagine a more heart-stirring and cheering sight than will be
presented at Austin during the time of the sale and after.®

On October 17, 1840, Lamar led a contingency of government officials that
completed the journey from Houston to Austin. A dinner held at the Bullock
Hotel at Pecan (6th) Street and Congress celebrated the event, which was
described in detail in the inaugural edition of the Austin City Gazette later that
month.®

The capital’s relocation to Austin was only possible through Waller’s extensive
and successful work to clear the land and construct buildings for government
functions and public officials. A letter that acting Treasury Secretary William
Sevey wrote on November 28, 1840 to David S. Kaufman, Speaker of the
House Representatives, documents Waller’'s monumental achievements.
Sevey lists the completed public buildings and their respective lot and block
locations. The letter also shows the importance of Congress Avenue since the
greatest concentration of improvements fronted onto this thoroughfare.'®° A
graphic interpretation of these building shows these buildings’ approximate
location as well as other improvements in figure II-3, to follow.

The original town plat, as drawn by surveyor L. J. Pilie, depicts Waller’s vision
for the new capital and established the framework for subsequent
development. Set at a skewed angle along a slight northwest/southeast axis,
this layout directly affected how the fledging city would grow and evolve over

II.1. Citywide Historic Context - Section 1
I1-4



CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY — VOLUME II

Figure II-3. This map, prepared in 1933, identifies public buildings constructed during the initial settlement of Austin. It
also shows other improvements in the new city. The map depicts concentrations along Congress Avenue and
demonstrates that many early citizens established their residences along Waller Creek, which provided a reliable water
source. Source: Texas State Archives and Library Commission.

II.1. Citywide Historic Context — Section 1




CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY — VOLUME II

time. The influence of this plan cannot be overstated, and its presence
continues to be felt in modern-day Austin. The plan also reveals Waller’s and
Lamar’s grandiose plans for the new capital of Texas.

Waller adopted the grid as the underlying organizational principle for the city’s
layout (figure 1l-4 on the following page). The grid enjoyed widespread
popularity in town planning during the 1800s because it presented a
consistent scheme with uniformly-sized lots and blocks that facilitated orderly
growth and development.!! Waller’s town plan was symmetrically arranged
and featured a broad central thoroughfare (Congress Avenue) that extended
northward from the Colorado River and terminated at “Capitol Square.” Set
aside for the capitol building, this public space encompassed a rectangular-
shaped area roughly the equivalent of four city blocks. The President’s House
and key governmental departments/agencies (Treasury, State, Post Office,
War, Navy, Attorney General, General Land Office) faced onto Capitol Square.
This arrangement brought all essential governmental offices and activities to a
small, well-defined area. This inward-facing arrangement reflected
longstanding planning traditions in both America and in Europe ranging from
the New England village green to the Parisian square.*?

Based on the size and orientation of city lots, the Waller Plan, as this layout
will be referred to in this document, greatly influenced where commercial,
residential, public, and institutional activities ultimately took place and how
they affected the built environment’s physical characteristics. For example,
property extending three blocks on either side of the entire length of Congress
Avenue contained 12 narrow elongated lots per block. This layout was ideal
for dense commercial development. This arrangement maximized street
exposure onto this important thoroughfare. In contrast, commercial blocks off
Congress Avenue presented a north—south orientation consistent with the rest
of the city’s blocks. Alleys extended parallel to the east—west streets. The scale
of such a large commercial district—roughly equivalent to 82 city blocks—
again revealed the ambitious future city founders envisioned for Austin.

The Waller Plan contained other distinctive features that accommodated
planned civic-related functions and activities. The four public squares, for
example, created open spaces within each of the city’s quadrants. The plan
also included half blocks for churches, a market, and county courthouse and
jail, as well as entire city blocks for education (identified on the map as
University and Academy). The city’s southeast corner was reserved for an
armory and an area for a hospital was set aside at the northeast corner.
Although most of these blocks were later developed as planned, the four-block
area set aside for the penitentiary at city’s the southwest corner never came
to fruition. The prison was instead built in Huntsville. Waller (presumably)
named most of the east—west streets for native trees and the north—south
streets for Texas rivers. Notable exceptions to this street-naming system
included Congress Avenue, which terminated at Capitol Square, and College
Street, which extended to the land on the west side reserved for educational
purposes. Streets along the city’s perimeter were named for the cardinal
directions; North, East, South, and West avenues.
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Figure II-4. L. J. Pilie, Plan of the City of Austin. Surveyor Pilie drew this map for the Republic of Texas. He, along with
Charles Schoolfield, surveyed the area for Edwin Waller. This plan served as the blueprint for Austin’s initial development;
the patterns established at the time still define the physical character of Austin’s city center. Moreover, many of the
blocks identified for specific functions still contain buildings that show this town plan’s enduring quality. Source: Texas
State Archives and Library Commission.
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A book, entitled Texas in 1840, or The Emigrant's Guide to the New Republic,
includes a lithograph (figure 1I-5 below) depicting conditions at the time of the
city’s founding. The image shows Congress Avenue as the focal point, lined
with a series of buildings. Except for a clear path that extends to the east (the
road to Bastrop), no other streets are shown. Most buildings appear to be of
log construction, one-story structures with side-gabled roofs, exterior
chimneys at each end. Many also seem to have a large middle opening
suggestive of a dog trot, a common domestic form of Texas’s early settlement
era; they typically faced southeast to take advantage of prevailing winds. The
Capitol Square remained vacant and undeveloped, and the largest building is
the President’s House, which occupied a hill overlooking the city.

Figure II-5. This image captures
conditions at the time of Austin’s e — R ———— T TR e T R
founding and looks north-
northwest from a vantage point
at the Colorado River. The
President’s House, a two-story
structure with a two-story
partial-width front porch, is right
of center on a hill overlooking
the city. It stood near the site of
present-day St. David’s
Episcopal Church at East
Seventh and San Jacinto
Streets. The original capitol is
the large one-story building left
of center, just west (left) of
Congress Avenue. The capitol is
shown to be an elongated
building with a low-pitched side-
gabled roof. The lithograph also
shows the two-story Bullock
Hotel, an important landmark in
the frontier community, at the
northwest corner of Congress
Avenue and Pecan (6th) Street.
Source: DeGolyer Library,
Southern Methodist University.

1.1.3. WILLIAM SANDUSKY ESTABLISHES AUSTIN OUTLOTS

In 1840, the Republic continued efforts to create a capital befitting its grand
vision and hired newly arrived draftsman William Sandusky to survey the
approximately 7,100 additional acres that remained within the government
reservation (figure II-6, to follow). Sandusky, an Ohio native, had come to
Texas in 1838, and eventually settled in Austin where he briefly served as
Lamar’s personal secretary.’® As early as 1840, he advertised his services as a
“draughtsman,” working near the General Land Office.’* Sandusky quickly set
about the task of creating a map that would provide the framework for the
city’s later growth. This area included land on three sides of the original town
(the Colorado River was a physical barrier to the south) and extended west
into the hill country and well into the Blackland Prairie belt to the north and
east. Deed and other cadastral records refer to this expansive area as “The
Reserve according to a topographical map of the Government Tract Adjoining
the City of Austin by William Sandusky” or simply the “Sandusky Plan.” For the
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purposes of this context, this area will be referred to as the “Sandusky Plan” or
the “Austin Outlots.”
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Figure II-6. William H. Sandusky (copied by Robert Reich, 1863 and Waller K. Boggs, 1831), A Topographical Map of the

Government Tract Adjoining the City of Austin. The Sandusky Plan or Austin Outlots established the framework for the
city’s growth outside the original one-square-mile plan developed by Edwin Waller. Source: General Land Office.
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Although far less heralded in published histories of Austin than the Waller
Plan, the Sandusky Plan has nonetheless had an enduring influence on the
city’s subsequent development: it dictated how and where the city grew over
a very large area for the next half century. Moreover, the general layout,
orientation, and street network of today largely adhere to this configuration,
and city expansion in intervening years can rightly be described as a
continuation and extension of patterns established in 1840. Thus, the
Sandusky Plan set the stage for Austin’s patterns of growth and affected the
creation and delineation of the city’s older neighborhoods. This area
encompasses land that extends from as far west as Lynn Street, as far north as
45th Street, and as far east as Springdale Road. Most land in the Austin Outlots
has subsequently been subdivided, reconfigured, and designated as part of
new additions and subdivisions, but the overall scheme follows the
configuration established with the Sandusky Plan of 1840.

The Austin Outlots share some of the qualities and features of the Waller Plan;
however, the layout has eight separate components (or “Divisions”), each of
which displays its own characteristics. Each division uses a grid-like
configuration, but some extend over an irregularly shaped area and
oftentimes conform to topographical features of the affected landscape. While
Division E, the four-block-deep extension beyond North Avenue (15th Street),
continued the grid of the original townsite, the other divisions deviated from
this layout and had different schemes, layouts, and orientations.

Besides influencing development patterns, the Sandusky Plan also played a
critical role in the evolution of the road network extending into and out of
Austin. The most important roadway for the early settlement period was the
road to Bastrop, which generally followed the Colorado River. Bastrop pre-
dated Austin and was on the Old San Antonio Road (El Camino Real) and was
the primary route for early Austin pioneers to get to San Antonio. Other
important streets whose origins evolved from the Sandusky Plan include
present-day Manor Road, East Martin Luther King, Jr. (MLK) Boulevard, East
12th Street, East 7th Street, Duval Road, Speedway, Red River Street,
Springdale Road, Duval Street, Guadalupe Street, Lamar Boulevard (above MLK
Boulevard), Enfield Road and Lake Austin Boulevard. All of these streets
extended along rights-of-way or Outlot boundaries delineated in the Sandusky
Plan.

1.1.4. EARLY SETTLEMENT SOUTH OF THE COLORADO RIVER

The Colorado River was fundamental to Austin’s founding, and the idea of a
navigable waterway to the Gulf of Mexico loomed in city founders’ minds.
However, this flood-prone river also hampered development on the south
bank and impeded travel to San Antonio and other settlements to the south.
During the early years of settlement, the lack of any reliable ferries in the
immediate Austin area forced many travelers to follow the road to Bastrop
and cross the Colorado River on the Old San Antonio Road. As early as January
1846, however, a ferry service about one mile downstream of Austin
“promised travelers that ‘crossing at this ferry, considerable distance is saved

II.1. Citywide Historic Context - Section 1
1I-10



CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY — VOLUME II

between Austin and San Antonio, and travelers will at the same time always
be sure of a safe passage across.”*®

Several land grants on the Colorado River’s south side were issued before
Texas’s independence and included the Santiago del Valle, Isaac Decker, and
Henry Hill surveys, all of which fronted onto the Colorado River (figure /-7 on
the following page). These lands were used primarily for agricultural purposes
but lacked the density and development of Austin proper. Slave owners James
Gibson Swisher and James Bouldin were among the earliest and most
prominent farmers in the area. Land south of the river lay outside the
government reservation and did not have any formalized layout expressly
created for urban development, as did the area within the Waller and
Sandusky plans. Instead, the underlying structure that affected land
development patterns adhered to the aforementioned land grants and
adjoining ones such as the William Cannon, Theodore Bissell, and Thomas
Anderson surveys.

1.1.5. AUSTIN LOSES THE STATE CAPITAL

The Texas Constitution prohibited the president from serving consecutive
terms, and Sam Houston succeeded Lamar in the election of 1841. After
Mexican troops invaded Texas and briefly occupied San Antonio in March
1842, Houston decided to make the capital once again the city of his
namesake. The decision subsequently triggered what came to be known as the
Archives War, when Austin citizens thwarted attempts to move the General
Land Office and other government records to Houston. Although the cadastral
documents remained in Austin, the government operated in Houston and later
in Washington-on-the-Brazos.

Despite a promising start, the relocation of the capital to Houston had an
adverse effect on Austin’s continued growth and prosperity. The city
languished and many of its residents moved elsewhere. The decline of Austin
as an urban center did not diminish settlement in other parts of Travis County,
which established an agrarian-based economy. The vast majority of these
settlers came in part because of the generous land policies of cash-poor but
land-rich Texas. Areas west of Shoal Creek remained largely unsettled because
of the ongoing threat of raids by Comanche and other tribes. However, the
fertile land along the Colorado River and other waterways such as Brushy
Creek, Onion Creek, Walnut Creek attracted a growing number of immigrants
to the Austin area. On these mostly family-run farms, pioneers typically
harvested corn, sweet and Irish potatoes, peas, and other crops for their own
consumption. Others established large plantations that relied on slave labor.
Some cotton was cultivated but such cash crops were minimal during the early
settlement years, and Travis County produced far more significant amounts of
wool than ginned cotton.®

II.1. Citywide Historic Context - Section 1
II-11



CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY — VOLUME II

Figure II-7. This map
shows early land grants
in the area south of the
Colorado River, which
includes the names of
many present-day
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1.1.6. EARLY ARCHITECTURAL TRENDS OF AUSTIN

Figure II-8. French Legation,
photographed by S. B. Hill, ca.
1891. The French Legation is an
important local landmark and is
regarded as Austin’s oldest
extant building. The building’s
design, atypical for Austin, has
been attributed to Thomas
William “Peg Leg” Ward, who
worked as a builder with his
father in his native Ireland.
Ward immigrated to the United
States when his father’s
business struggled. He first
settled in New Orleans but later
came to Texas during the fight
for independence. He eventually
moved to Houston where he
designed the capitol of 1837, a
two-story structure with New
Orleans/Creole stylistic
influences similar to the French
Legation built four years later in
Austin. Williams came to Austin
in 1839 and served as the
second commissioner of the
General Land Office. Although
Dubois de Saligny never lived in
the house, it is still known as
the French Legation. Joseph and
Lydia Lee Robertson acquired
the house in 1848, and it
remained within the family for a
century before it was conveyed
to the State of Texas. The
Daughters of the Republic of
Texas are current stewards of
the property. Source: Mabel H.
Brooks photograph collection,
Texas State Library and
Archives Commission.

Many of these new inhabitants hailed from Southern states and brought with
them a culture that reflected their heritage, as revealed by agricultural
practices they introduced, the houses of worship and institutions they
established, and even the kinds of buildings they constructed for themselves.
The “dogtrot,” for example, was a common house form of the early settlement
era and was common throughout the South. Its distinctive open hallway was
particularly well suited for the Austin area because it allowed cooling breezes
to pass through the building and helped occupants to tolerate hot and humid
summers (as shown previously in figure II-5). Chimneys were placed at the end
to minimize the amount of heat radiating from fires used for cooking. This
elongated linear arrangement of rooms endured during the early settlement
period, but over time, the open “dogtrot” was enclosed and the hallway
became more narrow. (See the Property Types section in Volume | for more
information on architectural forms still extant in the East Austin survey area.)

Since most early settlers lacked the financial means to purchase milled lumber
and the logistics of transporting such building materials remained problematic,
most residents typically built hand-hewn log cabins. Over time, however,
Austinites began constructing more refined buildings of higher quality
materials. A notable example is the French Legation, which was built in 1841
for Alphonse Dubois de Saligny, the chargé d’affaires of the French
government (figure 1/-8). Built from lumber hauled from a Bastrop mill, the

house overlooks downtown from a hill in East Austin (for more information,
see the East Austin historic context). Wood was not the only material used in
early construction. Locally quarried limestone was a popular material for some
of Austin’s earliest buildings due to its abundance and relative ease with which
it could be hewn and crafted. In later years, clay mined from the present-day
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sites of Austin High School and Zachary Scott Theater provided the raw
material for the manufacture of brick.'’

1.1.7. THE CAPITAL OF TEXAS RETURNS TO AUSTIN

In December 1844, Anson Jones officially succeeded Sam Houston as President
of the Republic, and selected Austin to be the site for a constitutional
convention to consider annexation into the United States. Delegates approved
annexation, and Texas officially joined the United States on December 31,
1845. On February 16, 1846, the First Legislature met in Austin and delegates
decided to keep the state capital in Austin on a provisional basis until a
statewide referendum could be held in 1850. When the election was held,
Austin received widespread support and easily surpassed vote totals for
Tehuacana, Palestine, Huntsville, and Washington-on-the-Brazos.®

The same year as the 1850 capital vote, Austin and the rest of Texas
participated in their first decennial census as a state. The results provide a
glimpse into conditions in the city at that time. Of Austin’s 629 residents, all
but one is listed as “White.” No slaves are reported, although the city had one
“free colored” resident. In contrast, the census for Travis County tallied 2,336
whites, 11 “freed colored,” and 791 slaves. In the rest of Travis County, the
relatively high percentage of slaves outside of Austin suggests the influx of
cotton-based plantations in portions of the county. See Table II-1 below for a
detailed breakdown of census tallies.

Table II-1. 1850 Census: Austin and Travis County.

Whites Total “Freed Colored” Total “Slaves”
Area Total
Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total
Travis County 1,309 1,027 2,336 5 6 11 404 387 791 3,138
City of Austin 370 258 628 0 1 1 0 0 0 629

Source: The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850. J. D. DeBow, Superintendent of the United States Census.
Washington: Robert Armstrong, Public Printer.

1.1.8. THE CONSTRUCTION BOOM OF THE 1850S

Following the statewide vote designating Austin to be the capital, the ensuing
decade ushered in an era of renewed growth and prosperity that transformed
the frontier settlement into a bustling and vibrant city with new houses,
stores, institutions, and government buildings. Most construction activity
occurred within the original one-square-mile town site established by Waller.
Up until that time, the Texas Legislature continued to meet in a one-story,
wood-frame building on the site of present-day City Hall since the state lacked
the finances to construct a more permanent seat of government. However,
the Compromise of 1850, which dealt with the issue of slavery in lands the
United States attained in the war with Mexico, proved to be a key factor in the
construction of a new capitol building and other state buildings. A provision
awarded Texas $10 million for giving up claims to lands east of the Rio Grande,
which included parts of present-day New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, and
Kansas. While most of the funds were used to pay off public debt, the State
used some of the remaining monies for the construction of public buildings,
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including the Land Office, Treasury Building, Governor’s Mansion, and most
notably, the state capitol.®

1.1.8.1. Public Buildings

Completed in 1853, the capitol overlooked Congress Avenue and conveyed a
sense of permanence to Austin’s recently confirmed status as the state capital.
It was built of locally quarried limestone in the Greek Revival style.? Its
classically proportioned lines and relatively high level of craftsmanship—as
perceived at the time—instilled a sense of pride among all Texans (figure 11-9).
The capitol also inspired local residents to construct buildings that exhibited
greater and more sophisticated stylistic ornamentation and embellishment,
many of which remain today.

Figure II-9. The State Capitol
Building was constructed in the
middle of Capitol Square, as
Edwin Waller laid out in his
town plan. The building’s
designers, A. N. Hopkins and
John Brandon, were not
formally trained architects and
likely relied on architectural
pattern books for guidance. As
Texas prospered in later years,
state officials contemplated a
replacement that better
represented the state’s vibrant
economy and growing stature.
One local reporter wrote that it
“a startling resemblance to a
large sized corn crib with a
pumpkin for a dome.” As efforts
were underway to build a new
structure, the Capitol burned in
1881, and was subsequently
replaced. Source: University of
North Texas Libraries, The
Portal to Texas History,
https://texashistory.unt.edu/ar
k:/67531/metapth125141/m1/1
/; crediting Austin History
Center, Austin Public Library.

The General Land Office Building of 1857 was another important architectural
landmark of the period, and its imposing scale symbolized the importance of
Texas’s most valuable asset at the time: land. The agency originally occupied a
building that was constructed in 1851 on the west side of Capitol Square.
However, it soon proved inadequate and was replaced in 1857 by the
Romanesque Revival style edifice that remains today at the capitol grounds’
southeast corner (figure 1I-10, to follow). Its designer, Christoph Conrad
Stremme, was a Prussian-born architect with formal training and experience.?!
Because of its strategic location and massive height and scale, it too became a
distinctive Austin landmark.

Other state institutions and agencies that built new facilities in Austin included
the State Insane Asylum (Texas State Hospital), the State Asylum for the Blind,
and the Texas Deaf and Dumb Asylum (Texas School for the Deaf). The
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Figure II-10. General Land
Office Building, photographed in
1894. Christoph Conrad
Stremme designed this building
1857. Born in Hanover, Prussia
(Germany), Stremme studied
architecture at University of
Sciences and the Academy of
Arts and Architecture in Berlin.
He was among a large number
of German immigrants who
came to Texas at a time when
political turmoil spread through
much of Europe, including
modern-day Germany. He came
to Texas to assist with the
survey of the boundary with
Mexico and eventually settled in
Austin where he worked at the
General Land Office. He also
provided the design for the
State Lunatic Asylum (State
Hospital) in 1857. Source:
University of North Texas
Libraries, The Portal to Texas
History, https://texashistory.
unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth12
4045/m1/1/; crediting Austin
History Center, Austin Public
Library.

construction of asylums was part of a nationwide reform movement
throughout the 1800s, and the National Park Service has recognized the
significance of this movement by listing over 100 similar institutions across the
nation in the National Register.??

1.1.8.2. High style Private Buildings of the 1850s

The 1850s construction boom extended to the private sector, likely as a result
of the statewide vote to keep the capital in Austin. The person most
associated with the construction boom of the period was master builder Abner
Cook, who designed and constructed some of the city’s finest Greek Revival
style residences. Notable examples include Woodlawn (1853), Neill-Cochran
House (1853), the Governor’s Mansion (1854—1856; figure 1I-11 below), and

Figure II-11. An early rendering of the Governor’s | e
Mansion. Abner Cook built houses for most of | A

Austin’s elite during the 1850s. A native of North
Carolina, he came to Austin in 1839. He helped

with the construction of several buildings but

received a commission to design and build the

State Penitentiary in Huntsville in 1848. The F

project helped catapult his businesses and he
subsequently constructed a number of impressive
residences in the Greek Revival style. He was
involved in the design and/or construction of
most of the important public and private
buildings in Austin through the 1870s. The —
Governor’s Mansion is among his best-known | T LA
works. Source: University of North Texas o -~
Libraries, The Portal to Texas History, https://
texashistory.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth124114
/m1/1/; crediting Austin History Center, APL.
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Westhill (1855) among others. Ecclesiastical architecture also reflected greater
sophistication, as exemplified by the Gothic Revival style Saint David’s
Episcopal Church (1853-1854). The Sampson-Hendricks Building (1859) on
Congress Avenue was a three-story Greek Revival style building that set a new
bar in commercial architectural design for the period. All of these buildings
remain and are listed in the National Register, either on an individual basis or
as part of a historic district.

1.1.8.3. The Enduring Popularity of Vernacular and Folk

Architecture

While these stately edifices represent the city’s elite and powerful, they were
certainly not the only buildings constructed during the period. In fact, most
structures of the era were far more modest in scale and size and displayed
minimal amounts, if any, stylistic ornamentation. For example, Frances Trask,
an early Austin educator, is believed to have constructed a one-story dwelling
in the 1850s on the site of the present-day Austin Convention Center.? Its
rubble limestone construction and side-gabled roof typified a locally common
domestic form that remained popular through much of the mid-1800s. The
Moore-Hancock complex in present-day Rosedale neighborhood shows how
settlers continued to build log cabins, especially in more remote locations in
the greater Austin area. The Zimmerman Cabin in north Austin displays
distinctive half-timbered (fachwerk) construction, a traditional building
method used throughout Central Texas by German immigrants. The form was
popular in well-known German settlements such as New Braunfels and
Fredericksburg.

The influx of people who came to Austin on government-related business
contributed to the city’s continued expansion and enabled further
development of Congress Avenue as a commercial corridor. Austin evolved
into a retail hub for the surrounding area and was among the state’s most
populated urban areas by 1860. Nonetheless, Austin lacked the economic
diversity of cities such as San Antonio and Galveston, which thrived on the
exchange of goods, services, and trade.

1.1.9. AUSTIN AND THE CIVIL WAR

By the next decennial census (1860), the population of Austin increased to
3,494, which included 977 slaves and 12 “free colored” citizens.?* (Refer to
additional detail regarding population counts in Table I-2 and Figure I-6 in
Volume I, Section 2.3.1.) The census report does not delineate the exact
boundaries of what it reported as the City of Austin, but it likely included the
original town site and, likely, developed parts of the Outlots. Despite the
relatively high number of slaves, the majority of Travis County residents voted
against secession in 1861, although the majority of state voters felt otherwise.
Texas subsequently joined the Confederacy and fought in the Civil War.

Armed conflict did not reach Austin, but the perceived threat of attack led to
the establishment of fortifications in and around the city. Major General John
B. Magruder of the Confederate Army constructed a fort in December 1863 to
January 1864 near present-day South Congress Avenue and Ben White
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Boulevard.?® Fort Colorado was a small garrison, which reportedly stood near
the intersection of present-day Webberville Road and Heflin Lane. Based on
the memaoirs of Getulious Kellersberger, who laid out Fort Magruder, another
small fortification occupied “College Hill,” as identified in the Waller plan near
present-day West Avenue and 15th Street.?® Austin also was a source of
supplies for Confederate forces. A cannon foundry operated near the mouth
of Waller Creek? and the General Land Office building was used as a cartridge
factory.?®

1.1.10. THE RECONSTRUCTION ERA IN AUSTIN

Figure II-12. George Custer
and others at the State
School for the Blind, 1865.
Custer’s stay in Austin was
relatively short but he and
other federal troops helped
to bring stability and order
to a community in strife. He
occupied the School for the
Blind while overseeing
federal troops who occupied
Austin soon after the Civil
War. Source: Humphrey and
Crawford, Austin: An
Illustrated History (Custer
[now Little Big Horn]
Battlefield National
Monument).

Following the war, Union forces entered Austin and occupied the Governor’s
Mansion and other public buildings to restore order and reaffirm federal
authority in the city. General George C. Custer, for example, briefly occupied
the School for Blind before being transferred out of Austin. Federal occupation
continued into the 1870s as the city slowly rebounded (figure 1I-12).
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Among the most significant aspects of the war’s aftermath that affected
Austin’s history and development was the establishment of freedmen towns.
As the name suggests, the communities were founded and comprised of
former slaves. With their new freedom, these formerly enslaved African
Americans established their own settlements in both rural and urban settings,
sometimes in proximity to their former owners. This trend extended to Austin
and resulted in the establishment of freedmen communities in all parts of the
city (figure 1I-13, to follow).
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Figure II-13. Freedmen towns in Austin. This map is based on the research of Michelle M. Mears, whose master’s thesis
entitled “African American Settlement Patterns in Austin, Texas, 1865-1928" (Baylor University, 2001); it is an update of
a map that appears on page 73 of her thesis. The areas depicted include 1) Robertson Hill [1869]; 2) Pleasant Hill
[1865]; 3) Masontown [1867]; 4) Gregorytown [1890s]; 5) Horst’s Pasture [no date]; 6) Wheatville [1869]; 7)
Clarksville [1871]; 8) South Side Community [1870s-1890s]; 9) West Side Community [1876]; 10) Red River Street
Community [1876]; and 11) Barton Springs Community [1865]. Source: General Land Office (base map).
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While many of these freedmen communities—such as Pleasant Hill,
Masontown, and Robertson Hill—developed in Outlots on the city’s east side,
others developed in north, central, west, and south Austin. They typically
developed in less-desirable locations, often in low-lying areas prone to
flooding. Although the existence of the freedmen towns throughout the city
would suggest a degree of integration, they were in fact small nodes in an
otherwise segregated city. Notably, they established their own churches that
became focal points within each community. (Reference Volume I, Sections 2.3
and 2.4.2.1 in the East Austin Historic Context for more information on
freedmen communities in Austin.)
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1.2. The Gilded Age in Austin, 1871-1892

The Gilded Age marked a pivotal era in the history of Austin and the rest of the
nation. This period, which extended from the 1870s to 1890s, witnessed a
particularly dramatic transformation of urban areas, as construction booms
reflected the growing wealth of an expanding affluent class. These changes
relied heavily on the railroad network’s rapid expansion, which increased
trade and commerce and enabled goods and people to be transported from
coast to coast. This era marked the period in which Austin began to assume its
unique identity as the seat of state government and as a center of education.

1.2.1. RAILROADS BRING GROWTH AND CHANGE TO AUSTIN

Figure II-14. The H&TC arriving
in Austin. The inauguration of
the railroad heralded a new era
in Austin and brought significant
change to the community.
Source: University of North
Texas, The Portal to Texas
History, https://texashistory.
unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth124

059/; crediting Austin History
Center, Austin Public Library.

As the Reconstruction Period drew to a close, Austin entered a new chapter in
its history when the first railroad reached the city on December 25, 1871, and
ushered in an era of unprecedented growth and development. The railroad
not only proved to be a boon to area farmers and ranchers who could more
easily ship their goods to outside markets, it also provided a cheaper and more
efficient means of transporting people, consumer products, and other
materials into the city. The resulting connectivity increased trade, and
commerce fueled economic prosperity that dramatically transformed the city’s
physical and architectural character.

When a train with the Houston and Texas Central Railway (H&TC) pulled into
Austin for the first time, the event received considerable attention and
generated considerable civic pride and enthusiasm (figure II-14). As its name

suggests, the H&TC operated out of Houston and built its line northwest
through fertile belts within the Coastal and Blackland prairies. The company
trunk line extended through Bryan, Corsicana, and Dallas and continued up to
Denison where it connected with the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas Railroad
(MKT). As the railroad extended from Houston, the company also purchased
the Washington County Rail Road in 1867 and incorporated it into the H&TC
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system. The company extended service to Austin via a secondary line from
Hempstead in Waller County.

The H&TC entered Austin from the east and initially established its terminus
near East Avenue, which marked the eastern city limits, but soon pushed
across Waller Creek to Congress Avenue (figure /I-15). Before it reached the
city in eastern Travis County, the railroad generally paralleled the Colorado
River’s meanderings, but the route took a more westerly shift at a point near
present-day Pleasant Valley Road and East 7th Street and followed East Pine
(5th) Street. This route followed along the boundary that extended between
Divisions A and O in the Sandusky Plan. The fact that the railroad followed this
right-of-way underscored the Sandusky Plan’s enduring significance and its
effect on Austin’s growth and development over a quarter-century after its
inception.

Figure II-15. A Topographical
Map of the City of Austin,
1872. This map depicts the
city of Austin soon after the
H&TC extended service to the
capital. The map shows how
the railroad respected
Waller’s original town plan.
Although the railroad built
tracks to Congress Avenue,
the freight depot became the
primary hub of activity during
the early years of rail service.
Although the map also shows
a passenger depot between
Neches and Trinity street, no
such structure was built,
apparently, as other maps
published in later years
suggest. Source: Texas State
Archives and Library
Commission.
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After the H&TC built a freight depot at East Pine (5th) and San Marcos Streets,
nearby lots became far more valuable and spurred new construction in the
immediate area. Wholesalers, distributors, and lumber yards were among the
businesses that took advantage of this strategic location, which quickly
became a new focal point within the community. For example, Joseph Nalle,
who became one of Austin’s most successful businessmen in the 1800s, got his
start after establishing a lumber yard near the freight depot, at East Pine (5th)
and Brushy Streets.

The rail network’s expansion continued after the H&TC reached Austin, and in
December 1876, the International—-Great Northern Railroad (I-GN) became the
second railroad to provide service to the city. Unlike the H&TC, which
established Austin as its terminus, the I-GN continued southward first to San
Antonio and later to Laredo. Created in 1873 with the merger of the
International Railroad Company and the Houston and Great Northern Railroad,
the I-GN maintained its general offices in Palestine, Texas. It was later
reorganized as the International & Great Northern Railroad. The railroad
extended from northeast Texas to markets in South and South-central Texas.
The I-GN reached Round Rock earlier in 1876, and as it continued into Travis
County, the path generally followed level land along the Balcones Escarpment,
ignoring the mostly rectangular-shaped boundaries of the land grants, surveys,
and properties in the rural areas through which it was built. As the railroad
approached the immediate Austin area and, in particular, the vast land
holdings of former governor Elijah M. Pease, the route shifted slightly to avoid
clipping the eastern part of Pease’s property and thereby isolating the former
governor’s house from the rest of the city. The I-GN’s main trunk bypassed
the city center and continued southward to San Antonio; however, the
railroad built a spur that entered downtown along West Cypress (3rd) Street.
It originally terminated at Congress Avenue but eventually extended eastward
where it connected with the H&TC. The arrival of the I-GN linked Austin to a
railroad network that extended to St. Louis, Missouri; one of the nation’s
major commercial and industrial centers of the final quarter of the 1800s. As
with the H&TC, areas around the I-GN depot attracted a number of businesses
and wholesale operations; however, its proximity to Congress Avenue proved
particularly advantageous. Lumberman Charles Millett was among those who
benefitted from the railroad and he later built the Millett Opera House (listed
in the National Register) at 110 East 9th Street.

The third railroad to serve the city was a local enterprise. Organized in August
1881, the Austin and North Western Rail Road Company planned to link the
capital city with the Texas & Pacific Railway Company (T&P) system. The
railroad originated in downtown Austin and extended eastward along East
Cypress (3rd) Street for three blocks where it made a short northeast bend
across the eastern edge of the Waller Plan. As it continued eastward, the
tracks paralleled the H&TC line but took a more northerly path a few blocks
east of Chicon Street and followed a somewhat meandering path along Boggy
Creek. This route largely ignored the Sandusky Plan and generally cut a
diagonal path through designated parcels. Despite the company’s best efforts
to link the railroad with the T&P at Abilene, Texas, it only completed tracks to
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Burnet before the company was placed into receivership in 1882. Later
reorganized as the Austin and Northwestern Railroad Company (A&NW), this
railroad went on to play a significant role in the new state capitol building’s
construction later in the decade (as discussed in 1.2.3. A New State Capitol).
The A&NW later was purchased by the H&TC, which itself was integrated into
the Southern Pacific rail system.!

1.2.2. IMPACT AND COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT

The three railroads’ arrival over a 10-year period brought profound change to
Austin. Rail linked Austin with other cities and markets in the state and nation
and spurred growth, development, and expansion. By the mid-1880s, railroads
serving Austin had made an indelible print on the city’s identity and physical
character. A map that accompanied an 1885-86 city directory provides graphic
documentation of how the railroads extended through Austin relative to the
Waller and Sandusky plans (figure 1I-16 on the following page).

By 1882, Austin’s railways provided an effective and efficient means of
transporting goods and people into and out of the city. This trend typified
other communities throughout the state, which experienced rapid growth and
development during the post-Reconstruction period. These routes affected
land-use patterns throughout Austin, including the downtown—where a
warehouse district began to evolve along Cypress (3rd) Street—as well as
where and how new neighborhoods developed in other parts of the

city. Union Depot’s construction at West Cypress (3rd) Street and Congress
Avenue brought increased commercial and wholesale activities. Nearby
property proved ideal for the warehouses and light industrial concerns
dependent upon railroad access. Property near the old H&TC terminus, which
previously fulfilled such a role, lost favor in lieu of the more centrally located
warehouse district that emerged near Union Depot.

1.2.2.1. Changing Demographics and the Arrival of New Citizens
The boom of the early years of rail service brought about other changes. The
influx of new residents diversified the city’s demographics and contributed to
a dramatic population increase (see figure II-17, to follow, as well as
population counts in Table I-4 in Volume |, Section 2.4.1.1). As reported in the
1880 census, Austin’s population of 11,013 represented an almost three-fold
increase from a decade earlier.? The city was predominately white but almost
one-third of the population was identified as “colored;” who lived throughout
the city oftentimes in freedmen communities. Prior to the Civil War, Austin
had a slave population, but after emancipation, the city attracted a number of
former slaves from rural areas who settled throughout the city. Many who
were domestic workers who lived in alley houses behind their employer’s
residences, as did others who worked in hotels, restaurants, and other service-
dependent businesses. However, many African Americans lived in small
pockets of segregated neighborhoods that developed in every part of town.
Examples of these pockets include Pleasant Hill, Masontown, and Roberston
Hill on the east side; Wheatville on the north side; Clarksville (listed in the
National Register) on the west side; Red River Street community along Waller
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Creek in the city center; and the South Side community, formerly part of the
Bouldin Plantation, south of the Texas School for the Deaf.3

Figure II-16. Ruben W. Ford, Revised Map of Austin, Texas, 1885. This map captures the railroad network by the mid-
1880s. It also notes the several “county roads” that linked Austin with other communities and enabled area farmers and
ranchers access to outside markets. These roads likewise gained significance over time and include major arterials in our
current street network in central Austin including Lamar Boulevard, Duval Road, Manor Road, Webberville Road, West 6th
Street, and South Congress Avenue. Source: Texas Library and Archives Commission.
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Figure II-17. Colonists and
Emigrants Route to Texas,
International & Great Northern
Railroad, 1878. This map and
brochure represent the type of
promotional materials railroad
companies used to promote
their operations and support
continued growth in rapidly
developing areas of the state.
Many new residents arrived in
Austin on this and other
railroads, which triggered a
building boom of new
businesses, residences,
churches, and other
institutions. Source: University
of North Texas Libraries, The
Portal to Texas History,
https://texashistory.unt.edu/a
rk:/67531/metapth252111/m1

/1/; crediting University of
Texas at Arlington Library.

The vast majority of the citizenry (approximately 90 percent) was “native
born,” and the “foreign born” included immigrants from Germany, Mexico,
Ireland, Sweden, England, Poland, France, Italy, and China.* Most immigrants
settled in various parts of the city, but some groups congregated together. An
enclave of citizens of Mexican descent, for example, settled near Shoal Creek,
West Cypress (3rd), and West Live Oak (2nd) Streets (this neighborhood no
longer exists). A number of Swedish immigrants moved to an area just beyond
North Avenue (15th Street) and East Avenue (IH 35), in Austin Outlots, Division
B, on the city’s east side, which eventually became known as Swede or
Swedish Hill. The neighborhood still survives, much of it in a historic district
listed in the National Register.

1.2.2.2. Augustus Koch’s Bird’s Eye Map of 1873

In January 1873, just two years after the H&TC extended service to Austin,
Wisconsin-based mapmaker Augustus Koch visited Austin for the first time and
prepared a bird’s eye map of the city (figure /I-18, on the next page).’ It now
provides a baseline to show how the city evolved after the first railroad
reached the city. The map views Austin from an imaginary vantage point just
outside the city, looking northeast. Koch depicts Waller’s original grid nestled
on level ground between separate sets of hills. The Texas State Capitol
overlooks Congress Avenue, which is lined mostly with one- and two-story
buildings, including the Sampson and Hendricks building (listed in the National
Register) at the corner of West Bois d’Arc (7th) Street and Congress Avenue. A
photograph of Congress Avenue before 1875 shows the dense commercial
development along the busy thoroughfare (figure 1I-19, to follow).
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Figure II-19. (Right) Congress
Avenue before 1875. The old
state capitol and General Land
Office are visible in the
background, but the image’s
focus is on the one- and two-
story buildings fronting onto
Congress Avenue. The amount
of development attests to the
city’s continued growth as a
center of commerce and trade.
Some of the buildings have
survived and are part of the
Congress Avenue Historic
District, which is listed in the
National Register. Source:
University of North Texas
Libraries, The Portal to Texas
History, https://texashistory.
unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapthi
23956/m1/1/; crediting Austin
History Center, Austin Public
Library.
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Figure II-18. (Left) Augustus
Koch, Bird’'s Eye View of the
City of Austin, Travis County,
Texas, 1873. This map
presents the earliest
comprehensive view of Austin
and is remarkable for its
accuracy. Its publication
reflected a popular trend
sweeping the country in the
postbellum period. Such maps
not only instilled greater civic
pride among the residents,
they also were used for
promotional purposes and
boosterism. Today, bird’s eye
maps such as the one Koch
prepared in 1873 are
invaluable historical
documents that capture
moments in time in many
urban areas throughout Texas
and other states. Koch’s 1873
bird’s eye view was the first
of three bird’s eye views he
prepared of Austin; it is
particularly useful because it
reveals much about patterns
of development at the advent
of the railroad era. Source:
Austin History Center.

A secondary commercial node extends along East Pecan (6th) Street, which
features a metal truss bridge (no longer extant) across Waller Creek, near East
Avenue. The existence of the bridge strongly suggests that Pecan Street was
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Figure II-20. An early view of
Pecan Street, ca. 1866. Pecan
Street (now 6th Street) had
already begun to evolve as a
commercial corridor before the
arrival of the railroad. Source:
University of North Texas
Libraries, The Portal to Texas
History, https://texashistory.
unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth123
938/m1/1/; crediting Austin
History Center, Austin Public
Library.

Figure II-21. Pecan Street,
1879. By the late 1870s, Pecan
Street was lined with many
masonry commercial buildings
that attested to its growing
significance as a commercial
corridor for traffic coming into
downtown Austin from the east.
This area continued to develop
over time and much of the area
lies within a historic district
listed in the National Register.
Source: University of North
Texas Libraries, The Portal to
Texas History, https://texashist
ory.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth
123939/m1/1/; crediting Austin
History Center, Austin Public
Library.

the primary link between the railroad depot and Congress Avenue. With a
steady stream of traffic, Pecan Street logically developed into a commercial
corridor, although it already boasted several commercial buildings as early as
the 1860s (figures 11-20 and /I-21). Pecan Street’s development as a
commercial thoroughfare largely deviated from Waller’s original plan. The
delineation of commercial properties along a north—south orientation
indicates Waller’s intent for commercial development to emanate outward
from Congress Avenue; instead, the railroad shifted that orientation to a more
L-shaped pattern and redirected growth to the east.

Koch’s 1873 map also shows the H&TC railroad and its freight. Other
noteworthy features shown on the map important to Austin’s pre-Civil War
history and development include the state capitol, the General Land Office
building east of the capitol, the Governor’s Mansion southwest of the capitol,
and the French Legation on Robertson Hill, all of which are listed in the
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National Register. However, the image also depicts then recently completed
landmarks such as the Texas Military Institute, which was built a few years
earlier on a hill just west of Shoal Creek (listed in the National Register). A
crude bridge extends over the Colorado River at the foot of Brazos Street, and
another low-water crossing existed near the mouth of Shoal Creek.

Besides depicting significant buildings and structures, Koch’s map captures the
level and density of development at the dawn of the railroad era. Most blocks
had some type of improvement, and the few empty blocks were mostly
beyond North Avenue (15th Street). The city’s densest development was along
Congress Avenue and East Pecan Street, but other important nodes included
East and West Pine (5th) Street. Hilly areas to the west and east of the city
proper are shown to be heavily wooded, but some houses appear along East
and West College (12th) Street.

The 1873 map confirms Austin’s growth and expansion beyond Waller’s
original town plan. With the obvious exception of Austin Outlot, Division E—
which essentially was an extension of Waller’s original plan—the remaining
Outlots are sparsely developed. The most significant expansion beyond the
original town was on the east side (Divisions O and A), where the H&TC
railroad had established a depot. Plat maps currently held at the Travis County
Courthouse indicate that several Outlots in those divisions, most notably those
near the railroad, were subdivided into smaller parcels to better accommodate
growth. Over time, this trend continued and extended outward from the
railroad and eastward beyond the Waller Plan.

1.2.2.3. Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps of Austin
Just a few months after the I-GN’s arrival, the Sanborn Map & Publishing
Company printed its first set of fire insurance maps of Austin in June 1877
(figure 11-22, to follow). The maps provide detailed documentation on many of
the city’s most significant buildings and other major capital investments.
Curiously, the maps do not note the presence of the -GN Railroad anywhere
in the city. The reason for this absence is not known; perhaps the field notes
were completed before the -GN arrived, or perhaps the railroad was so new
that only a limited amount of new development had reached the depot near
West Cypress (3rd) Street and Congress Avenue. Nonetheless, the Sanborn
maps depict the H&TC line on the city’s east side and several industrial and
warehouses in the vicinity.

The Sanborn maps provide a level of detail that complements Koch’s bird’s-
eye map from four years earlier. Not only do they show building footprints,
the Sanborn maps also note usage, number of stories, construction materials,
and other physical attributes (canopies, stairs, etc.). Coverage of the 1877
edition of the Sanborn maps extended over a very limited area with the main
focus was on Congress Avenue between Cedar (4th) and Mesquite (11th)
Streets. The maps confirm that most of the buildings were of stone and brick
construction, although a few wood-frame buildings front onto Congress
Avenue. The use of more durable and expensive materials clearly indicates the
increased confidence of Austin’s citizens as well as the city’s commercial
viability, which engendered a growing sense of optimism.
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Figure II-22. Fire Insurance Map of Austin, Sanborn Map and Publishing Company, June 1877. The first set of
Sanborn maps provide valuable information about downtown Austin’s physical character. Source: The University
of Texas, Perry-Castafieda Library Map Collection.

II.1. Citywide Historic Context — Section 2
I1-31




CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY — VOLUME II

1.2.2.4. A New Generation of Builders

Figure II-23. The Millett Opera
House, 1881. Designed by F.
E. Ruffini, the Millett Opera
House was an important social
and architectural landmark
during Austin’s early railroad
era. It was built by Charles
Millett, who owned a
successful lumberyard
business. Profits from his
railroad-dependent business
enabled him to construct this
finely crafted edifice. The
building is located on East 9th
Street, although it was
extensively remodeled in the
early 1900s. It is listed in the
National Register. Source:
Texas State Library and
Archives Commission.

Another sign of Austin’s continued maturity and stability was the publication
of a new city directory by Mooney & Morrison in 1877-1878. Compared with
the previous edition (1871-1872), the business listings suggest an increasingly
diversified economy and a growing number of businesses and individuals in
the building trade and construction industries (carpenters, masons, etc.).® The
city directory also includes listings for architects for the first time. The
occupation still lacked a formal professional certification process and
accreditation; nonetheless, the presence of architects in Austin reflected a
building boom and the rising standards and expectations among the city’s
population. Architect Jacob L. Larmour was particularly prominent at this time;
along with his partner Charles Wheelock, he designed the State Lunatic
Asylum (Austin State Hospital, 1875), Texas School for the Deaf (1876) and the
Travis County Courthouse (1876), as well as many commercial buildings along
Congress Avenue.” Preston & Ruffini was Austin’s other architectural firm.
Both principals enjoyed considerable success during their short-term
collaboration. Together, they received commissions for many public buildings
in the city and state, including the courthouses in nearby Blanco and
Williamson counties. After the partnership was dissolved, Jacob Preston
designed the Walter Tips Hardware Company Building (1876—77) on Congress
Avenue, Allen Hall for Tillotson Institute (1881) and the Driskill Hotel (1886)
before relocating to Los Angeles.® Frederick Ernst Ruffini designed the Millett
Opera House (1878, figure 11-23) and the Old Main Building at the University of
Texas (1882).° Continuing a tradition established by master builder Abner Cook
during the mid-1800s, these and other subsequent architects working in
Austin introduced new forms and styles that enabled the city to compete with
other more-established urban centers as showcases of modern and popular
architectural movements. This trend had a lasting effect on the city, its
physical character, and building stock. Most of their designs were for the city’s
affluent population, but the designation of Austin as Texas’ permanent capital
also afforded these designers the opportunity to build impressive facilities for
state governmental agencies.
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While these architects contributed to a greater awareness and appreciation of
architectural design, form, and detailing, the many carpenters and others in
the building trade living in Austin, likewise built larger and more sophisticated
homes for the city’s expanding middle classes. The upper class had the
financial means to hire masons and other craftsmen to construct stylish
houses, often in the original town plat, but also in outlying areas. On the city’s
west side, for example, new residential developments in Division Z of the
Sandusky Plan boasted several impressive dwellings in the Raymond Plateau
(figure 11-24) and Raymond Heights residential areas.'® These houses

Figure II-24. The Subdivision of
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typically occupied large lots; however, further subdivision of the land afforded
new house sites for a burgeoning middle class. Many of these were wood-
frame houses displaying architectural elements (window and door surrounds,
cornice detailing) that could simply be applied as decoration, giving buildings a
more stylish appearance. Railroads made this practice possible because they
brought new and higher-quality materials to Austin. The pattern continued at
an accelerated pace in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Houses for the growing
middle class essentially abandoned vernacular or folk traditions and instead
presented a more homogenous character with more national styles,
oftentimes relying on pattern books available at the growing number of
lumberyards operating in the city. Even houses built for those of modest
means, which typically continued to rely on traditional forms, tapped into the
growing inventory of better building materials at more reasonable prices.

Although much of the city’s growth at that time occurred in areas largely
defined by Waller and Sandusky, Austin also expanded to the Colorado River’s
south side. In 1877, John Milton Swisher—a prominent local banker, financier,
and businessman who also served as president of the first (mule-drawn)
streetcar line—filed a plat for the Swisher Addition in 1877. Just south of the
Texas Deaf and Dumb Asylum (Texas School for the Deaf), the addition fronted
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on the road (South Congress Avenue) that linked Austin and San Antonio. The
Swisher Addition represented the city’s continued expansion and opened an
entirely new land for development. The addition’s viability was only possible
after the construction of a bridge in 1876 spanning the Colorado River at
Congress Avenue.!! Replacing a crude pontoon bridge that was far less
reliable, the structure was the first of a series of bridges over the waterway
that linked South Austin to the city proper (figure 1I-25). The Congress Avenue
Bridge facilitated increased activity between Austin and southern Travis
County, helped make additional property available for development, and led
to the city’s further expansion; trends that accelerated in subsequent years.

Figure II-25. Pontoon Bridge, 1860s (top right) and the
Colorado River Bridge (bottom), undated. These
photographs show the structures that linked Austin with
lands on the Colorado River’s south side. John Swisher,
who platted the first subdivision in South Austin, was one
of the financial backers of this temporary bridge facility on
the Colorado River. The King Bridge Company was a very
successful Cleveland, Ohio-based company that
constructed metal truss bridges throughout the country.
The company used this engraving of the bridge in Austin
as a marketing tool. Source: Austin History Center and
King Iron Bridge Company.
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1.2.3. A CONSTRUCTION BOOM OF PUBLIC BUILDINGS

As the railroad spurred growth, commerce, and trade during the 1870s and
1880s, public and elected officials at the federal, state, and county levels
requested new buildings for these operations. These buildings reflected the
increasingly important role that public institutions played in Austin. The
resulting construction boom provided new opportunities for architects,
builders, and contractors to showcase their talents and expertise. These
professionals understood the symbolic nature that well-designed buildings
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meant to Austin’s image and its residents. Whereas the first public buildings
that Edwin Waller and his crew erected were crude and simple structures
reflective of harsh conditions and frontier setting, this new wave of
government buildings exhibited fashionable and high-style architectural tastes
popular in older, larger, and more established cities in Texas and the nation.
These buildings exerted a great influence on the city’s physical character and
introduced new forms and styles that inspired many residents, who adapted
these forms in varying degrees in the construction of their homes, stores, and
houses of worship.

1.2.3.1. U.S. Post Office and Federal Building

Figure II-26. S. B. Hill,
photographer, Post Office
building, Austin, ca. 1881. The
Post Office and Federal Building
was constructed from 1877 to
1881. This image, which shows
the building nearing completion,
is looking northeast from a
vantage point on the opposite
(south) side of West Pecan
(Sixth) Street. The building is
one of the city’s best and
earliest examples of the
Renaissance Revival
architectural style. The Post
Office and Federal Building is
now owned by the University of
Texas system and is known as
O’Henry Hall. It is listed in the
National Register: Source: Texas
State Library and Archives
Commission.

During the Reconstruction Era, the federal government in Austin was most
closely associated with military occupation, as Texas and the rest of the South
slowly healed from the Civil War. General George C. Custer was among the
military officers stationed in Austin, albeit briefly (he resided at the former
School for the Blind, which is now part of Heman Sweatt Campus [Little
Campus] at the University of Texas). The gradual removal of federal troops
over the years meant that the post office became Austin’s most visible and
tangible link to the federal government.

By 1877, work began on the new post office to serve a growing population
that also reflected Austin’s growing stature within the state. Based on the
design of John G. Hill, supervising architect of the U.S. Treasury, the building
was constructed at the northeast corner of Colorado and West Pecan (6th)
Streets under the supervision of builder Abner Cook. The downtown location,
one block west of Congress Avenue, was near the city’s commercial heart and
center of activity. The project was a protracted one and took years to build,
but when completed in 1881, the Post Office and Federal Building was an
architectural gem and an impressive symbol of the federal government (figure
11-26).1?
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1.2.3.2. State Government Investments in Austin

Austin’s designation as the state capital in 1850 remained provisional and
subject to yet another statewide vote scheduled to be held in 1870. After a
two-year delay, the election was finally held and Texas voters affirmed their
desire to keep the capital in Austin. This vote resolved the issue permanently,
and the results triggered a state-sponsored construction boom that
demonstrated Austin’s importance as the capital and as the home of other
state-funded operations and agencies.

1.2.3.2.1. CONSTRUCTION OF THE NEW STATE CAPITOL

The permanent selection of Austin quickly triggered talk of a new capitol
building. The existing 1853 capitol, which famed New York landscape architect
Frederick Law Olmsted had previously described as “a really imposing
building” had not aged well or gracefully. It paled in comparison with other
state capitals.®® The state lacked the financial resources to pay for a new
building and the idea languished. The Constitution of 1876 advanced the idea
when it set aside three million acres of state-owned land to fund the
construction of a new capitol, but action on the idea proceeded slowly. In
1879, the Texas Legislature passed a bill to create the Capitol Board comprised
of the state’s executive elected officials to oversee the project. As these
efforts were underway, a fire in November 1881 gutted the old State Capitol
(figure 11-27), and a temporary statehouse was built nearby at the southwest
corner of Mesquite (11th) Street and Congress Avenue.*

Figure II-27. The old state capitol
burned on November 9, 1881,
which accelerated the
construction of a new building.
Although the edifice had become
a symbol of Austin, it was built in
the early years of the city with a
limited supply of skilled craftsmen
and building materials. Before the
building burned, officials
complained about its many
problems and inadequacies. Local
architect F. E. Ruffini designed a
temporary capitol building in the
Italianate style that served the
state while the current capitol was
constructed. It stood at the
southwest corner of Congress
Avenue and East 11th Street until
a fire destroyed it in 1899. The
building’s foundation is
maintained at a site with a state
historical marker. Source: Texas
State Library and Archive